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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, April 27, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon, we are interviewing Dr. James Morales, Vice
President for Student Affairs at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for
the COVID Collection Project. Good afternoon, Dr. Morales.

JM:

Good afternoon. It’s good to be here.

TW:

So when did you start your career at USU [Utah State University] and what different positions
have you served in during your USU [Utah State University] career?

JM:

So I came to Utah State on June 1, 2009 and I came here as Vice President for Student Services.
The reason the name changed over the years is that about three years ago, part of the division, the
enrollment management piece, registration, admission, career services, those pieces were moved
over into the division of academic and instructional services. And that left us with the student life
portion, which we wanted to focus on more closely, and that’s about the time my title shifted to
Vice President for Student Affairs.
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TW:

And when we’re talking about the division of student affairs at Utah State University, what is
your team consist of? What are the different elements or parts of that division?

JM:

I think using the metaphor of a family is really apt here because when people ask me, “What does
a Vice President for Student Affairs do?” at a large, R1 institution with 27,000 students, the
simplest way to tell them is that, consider me as the father of 27,000 student or the father figure,
if you will. And really, that is appropriate because my day-in/day-out, weekend, evenings is all
concerned with these students’ well-being, broadly speaking. Are they struggling with food
insecurity, housing insecurity, their mental health and well-being? Are they getting into trouble
with the law? Are they doing well academically? Are they connecting with each other and
getting involved?

[02:01]
JM:

Honestly, that’s the scope of what I do in all of my departments with all the staff that are involved
with student affairs. That’s our responsibility.

TW:

And that would also include not just the Logan campus but all the state-wide campuses
throughout the USU [Utah State University] system?

JM:

That’s correct. We have about 17,000 students here on the Logan campus and then about 10,000
throughout our state-wide system.

TW:

And if we’re speaking of the academic year 2019/2020, in the fall and early spring semester of
2020, what were some of the major initiatives or projects that were underway within the division
of student affairs?

JM:

So we were a little over a year out from that date when we had become a newly constituted
division, focusing now primarily on student affairs as opposed to the services side that had left to
AIS . So we had really rolled up our sleeves, crafted a new vision statement that talked about
supporting students in an inclusive, wholistic way with student-centered programming. We had
just come off the heels of some strategic planning and our entire focus was: How can we support
the student life experience here at Utah State, something that Utah State is known for? This is,
you know, when you ask people nation-wide, and I know having been at UCONN out on the east
coast, Minnesota, and then here, Utah State is known for being a student-centered, truly studentcentered, student-focused institution. So this idea of doing everything we could to support and
enhance a vibrant student experience, a vibrant residential student experience was what we were
beginning to really dig deep into. And so we were looking at, how are we more effectively
providing support for students outside of the classroom and how is that experience
complimenting what happens in the classroom?

[04:04]
JM:

Just really rolling up our sleeves in a much more significant way than we ever had before now
that we had this much more defined focus.

TW:

So I remember the 2020 New Year’s celebrations in the news on the international stage was
information about a virus that had originated in China and had left and had actually shown up in
other countries around the world and eventually in early 2020 came to the United States, and I
know there was a lot of discussion on the national news about the impact and what the response
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to that virus was going to be. You, if you were to put your Vice President for Student Affairs hat
on, what were some of the initial discussions you had with top leadership at Utah State University
and within your team or your family?
JM:

So student affairs folks tend to have a sixth sense. They have sort of radar or antennae of some
sort that we keep an eye on, and this especially true of someone in a senior role as a vice
president of Student Affairs, we look for trends. We spend a lot of our time reading and trying to
understand, watching news, and talking with our colleagues across the country, so when I first
heard about the virus, my instant question was, okay, how far is this going to go? Is this going to
impact us as an institution? How’s it going to affect our students? You know, just in a very
preliminary way at that point because frankly, you know, it could have just been another run of
the mill virus at that point. Nonetheless, it was important that I began to be attune to that and I
was. And clearly, it began to pick up steam, right? It began to pick up speed very quickly.

[05:58]
JM:

The papers were talking about the implications of this virus as early as, you know, late 2019 and
then certainly into January of 2020. And at that point, the University’s leadership team began to
have some good discussions about, okay, what does this mean for us? And how can we best
position ourselves to be prepared for whatever might come because, again, it was sort of like the
headlights scenario where you can see so far but you really don’t know where it’s going to go and
what’s coming, you know, beyond the scope of the headlights.

TW:

So I believe it was March 13, 2020 President Noelle Cockett had called together what ended up
becoming the COVID Taskforce and I know you and Eric Olsen were members of the task force,
focused on protecting the University’s core mission of education and research by preventing the
spread of COVID. What did that mean within the division of student affairs initially and then
over the course of those two or three weeks? Decisions were made, which you can get into if you
want to, but one of them was to move the classes to remote only for the remainder of spring
semester. What did that look like for Student Affairs?

JM:

Well, you know, the end of the semester, March into April, tend to be the busiest times of the
year for us in terms of events and activities. The beginning of the fall semester is the other really,
really busy time. But here we were, having planned all of these events and activities, which take
about a year of advance planning. And our students expect these kinds of events/activities and
expect them to be in person, primary because, again, that’s what we’re known for. And so when
we began to see that things were going in a not so good direction, we were already internally,
within the division, creating alternative, you know, plans, if you will, for how we might carry out
these activities.

[08:00]
JM:

We were hoping to stretch as far into the semester, that is into April, as we possibly could. You
know, expecting that we were going to also have to do some sort of pivot, whatever that might
look like, at the appropriate point to support the broader decisions of the University. And so my
job was to, as part of the COVID action – it ended up being called the COVID Action Committee
– but taking sort of the discussions that were happening there quickly disseminating those to the
directors and other staff in my division who were in charge of events and activities. It was
fortunate that Scott DeBerard, who’s the Executive Director of Health and Wellness, that
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oversees the student clinic and the counseling, he was also a part of the COVID Action
Committee so those kinds of health-related questions that were going to start coming up, he was
at the table so that dissemination happened pretty quickly. But in the end, our job really as we
approached that pivot and then once we made that pivot, was to make it as seamless of an
experience as possible for our students. We didn’t want them to feel like they were being shortchanged in terms of that vibrant student experience that they had signed up for. At the same time,
we wanted them to be safe. We didn’t want to put any student, or any staff member for that
matter, in a situation where they felt like they were putting their well-being at risk. And so we
began to think about what that looked like, again, recognizing this is very early on. No one really
knew the true, you know, possible impact, both to our health and eventually our whole livelihood
and economy and so forth.
TW:

So did you end up cancelling some of the events in the spring semester or did they move to
remote venues or how did your team handle those?

[09:56]
JM:

The majority of them we moved to virtual options. Where once the University said everything is
now remote learning, all instruction moves to remote, we followed that lead just hand in [glove]
if you will. And, again, we’d been preparing for that eventually, so it wasn’t too big of a
challenge to do that. But we did have to cancel some as well because there was some that we
didn’t have the capacity to migrate as quickly as we thought we could. Other things were fairly
easy, you know. For example, a small concert that we might have, that’s very easy to livestream
that and we knew how to do that. That’s the advantage of having some younger staff that are
very well versed and very tech-savvy. But, again, if there was a situation where we couldn’t do
something or a presenter, a speaker, a performer said, “I’m not comfortable coming,” there’s
nothing we could do about that. If they weren’t willing to perform virtually for us. I want to say,
though, and really emphasize that we cancelled very few. We were really able to effectively
pivot well.

TW:

Is the Division of Student Affairs, do they collect student fee money?

JM:

Yes, we do. Yes, we do.

TW:

And so in that spring semester, was there any discussion about refunding any of the student fees
to the students?

JM:

There was a lot of discussion and that was driven primarily by the fact that students were
beginning to question, you know, I pay for these fees and I pay for in-person experiences, at least
from their perspective. Our response was, the fact that some of these events and activities are
being shifted into a virtual format doesn’t mean that you’re not getting an experience. You’re
just getting a different experience but you’re still, you know, and what’s surprising to me to some
degree is that these young people live a lot of their life in a virtual world, and to now question
whether that virtual experience we were providing them was equivalent to an in-person
experience.

[12:09]
JM:

I get it. You were not there in person, but the fact is, you live your life that way to a large degree.
So what we said to them is, “Look, this pivot, this on the dime kind of turn [in] another direction
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is not inexpensive either. I mean, there are certain things that we had to put in extra hours [for],
we had to use certain software. I mean, there’s certain things that we had to do to make this
possible. So it wasn’t like we had extra money just hanging out there, right. So that was what we
said to them. We said, “Look. We recognize that it’s not what you expected but it’s just a
different delivery method. It’s not not delivering to you what you signed up for.” And for the
most part, that was acceptable. There were still a few outliers who were pretty adamant that we
were short-changing them and we said, you know, that’s your perspective of it. Our perspective
is that we have done our very best within the constraints that we’re under, right, to be able to
deliver to you what you had expected. Again, you know, for the most part, they were
understanding.
TW:

You just talked about the Action Committee and then some of the work I know Student Affairs
was involved in. What were some of those early, significant initiatives that came out of the
Action Committee that the Student Affairs had to implement in that spring 2020/summer 2020
timeline?

JM:

So one of the pieces, clearly, as we’ve been talking about is how do we revamp our whole events
and activities that we offer students? We also had to begin thinking about all the other protocols
that the Action Committee was deeming important, critical, and necessary for everyone’s wellbeing and safety.

[13:59]
JM:

Protocols such as, you know, the social distancing, the wearing of face coverings, the staying
home if you’re sick, I mean, those became sort of a mantra. We had to look at the scope of all the
activities. Now remember, student affairs also has the full residence life program. So every
housing unit on campus is subject to our purview in that we have to figure out how to implement
these protocols within those settings, and that was one of the most challenging ones for us
because you have people living in close quarters. How do you social distance in there? How do
you wear masks all the time when you’re eating next to each other? I mean, there were just
myriad kinds of challenges that we had to confront there. On top of that, how do we support our
students who are ill, who are coming to our health center, and how do we make sure that we’re
providing not only for those that are ill with COVID but just because we are really geared up for
that, we can’t lose sight of the fact that somebody’s going to need to come in for another ailment
or a broken foot or whatever it might happen to be. So we were kind of running parallel systems
in many places to be sure that we didn’t drop the ball in our primary area of responsibility and
now layering onto this what COVID was imposing on us. Another key area for us was
counseling and psychological services. What we noticed very quickly as we pivoted and we felt
that this was already a trend that we had spotted years before, was a significant uptick in the
severity and the number of cases that students were coming to us for in psychological services
related to anxiety, related to depression, related to just general malaise in terms of their mental
and emotional health.

[16:06]
JM:

And we started seeing right from the beginning as the anxiety and uncertainty of the December
‘19 and the beginning of the January 2020, and then once we pivoted and the isolation that
students were beginning to experience when they were having to quarantine and so forth. Those
concerns, those mental health and emotional health concerns began to spike and so CAPS was
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very active. Again, we were doing this remote. That was the only way we could do it at that
point, but if you look at our numbers – and Scott DeBerard and I were just reviewing those
yesterday – we spiked up significantly during that time and rightly so. We were there to support
the students and that was great. In other areas, each one of the areas, whether it was our fraternity
and sorority life area, our veterans resource office, any one of those was also looking very closely
at their populations to see how they can help support them and answer their concerns about the
protocols, help them comply with the protocols. One of the key initiatives that the division took
on as a result of an assignment from the COVID Action Committee, there were two very specific
ones. We created a care team that effectively functioned as the University-wide team to support
students that were isolating or in quarantine. It was led by David Pruden from AIS and Morgan
Walton from our care office. And we modeled it after a care team that we already had within the
division, so we basically just used that model and expanded it.
[17:57]
JM:

But that became really instrumental. And they were, and Cindy was closely connected with that,
as was Ellis Bruch you know, all those folks were connected. Their job was to spot any issues
and concerns that the students had who were quarantining or isolating, even so far as delivering
medicine to them or masks to their off-campus departments. We did that. And it helped the
students get through it and it also helped the University manage those really complex situations.
The other piece that we were in charge of too is we actually created a corps of health
ambassadors. These health ambassadors were charged with going campus wide on the Logan
campus and on our other campuses as well to encourage students to follow the COVID protocols.
They wore these bright blue polos and it said “health ambassador” and they had a backpack on
and they had brochures that they would give out to students. For example, if they saw a student
entering a building not wearing a face covering, they would politely stop them and say, “Are you
aware of the face covering protocol that the University has in place?” “Yes.” “Well, I noticed
you’re not wearing a mask.” “Oh, yeah, it’s in my pocket. I was about to pull it out.” Or, “Well,
I didn’t bring one. I forgot one.” “That’s okay. I’ve got one here in my bag.” So they’d give
them one. Or, “Well, you know, I’m not sure I want to comply with that.” “Well, do you know
why it’s important to? Here’s a brochure. Would you please take the time to understand what’s
going on?” Not in a confrontational way, not in a policing way, but a way that would reflect the
ethos of this community and that is: we care about each other, we’re a family, and we need to get
through this together. So those were some really two key things that the division was charged
with.

[19:54]
TW:

So I imagine this took a lot of resources, probably some additional resources on top of maybe
asking some people to work a little longer or shift some of their responsibilities. Was there any
talk about applying for any of the COVID CARES money that the University received, and did
they receive some in that spring semester of 2020?

JM:

We did apply for some and we certainly saw that as not only important but critically necessary to
pull this off because yes, the extra hours, the hours on top of our regular hours was one piece for
sure, but then there were materials, the signs, the brochures, the masks. At one point, we decided,
and this was in partnership with University Marketing Communications, VP Bill Plate and I, we
put together, we came up with the idea to create COVID care kits. Now these kits, we were going
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to assemble one of these kits for every student at the University, so 27,000 of these kits. They
were going to contain a little bottle of sanitizer, a couple of face masks, some stickers and
brochures about education in terms of the protocols and just generally COVID best practices and
health practices, a couple of treats just to make it worthwhile, all in this nice little package. All of
these had to be put together and [some] of them had to be shipped to all of our campuses and
distributed at all of our campuses. Well, we didn’t just have the money sitting around to create
those kits. So, yes, we applied [for] COVID funding to be able to get those kits together and we
were able to deliver one to every student that wanted one in a timely way. So that’s an example
but, yes, of the purchase of all those products, the printing of materials and signs, the masks we
provided for all of our staff as well, the backpacks for our ambassadors, the pay for them to
actually be in that role.
[22:05]
JM:

On top of that, you know, so these are sort of costs on top, but we also saw, and this is something
that most people don’t realize, is that we saw a huge reduction in some of our revenue areas. Let
me give you an example. Campus recreation. Campus recreation relies on the fees they receive
from our students for the campus recreation activities, they also offer classes, personal trainers,
fitness classes, these kinds of things. We offer swimming classes to the local community in our
pool. We offer a summer camp that’s sort of a campus recreation summer camp for, again, the
kids in the local community. All of these things generate revenue for us and when we couldn’t do
a significant [number] of these things in person, that revenue just tanked. So we had hundreds of
thousands of dollars in lost revenue as a result of COVID so we applied for reimbursement
recouping some of those lost revenues, too.

TW:

So you survived spring semester. The decision was made in June of 2020 that the students would
actually come back to campus. I know that a lot of them decided to leave when classes got
moved to remote only for the second half of the spring semester of 2020. What was the
discussion like, what were the discussions like within the division of Student Affairs in
preparation for the students return to the Logan campus and the Blanding campus and the campus
of Price? And, you know, also maybe what was some of the messaging that was sent out to the
students and their family ahead of coming back to campus in the fall?

[23:54]
JM:

Well, we wanted them back and they wanted to be back, right. Again, there was so much
uncertainty still in terms of, you know, the variants and the effectiveness of once the vaccines
were starting to be rolled out and so forth. And some of that was still very much in flux, right, at
that point. But what we did know is that people wanted to be back and we, as an institution,
wanted to be open as much, whatever that meant. And we knew that based on the experience that
they had had at the end of spring semester and into the summer, that there would be some
combination of in-person and virtual in all of our areas of operation. That meant our classes.
That meant our activities and so forth. And what we thought was as an Action Committee and
also within the Division of Student Affairs is, let’s make sure people understand that. Let’s not
pull any kind of, you know, you hear the bait-and-switch kind of thing. We’re going to give you
this but, oh by the way, we’re going to do this. They already did that in the spring, right, and we
didn’t want to have them go through that again. So we, from the very beginning, said, “Look.
This is what it’s going to look like this fall as far as we can tell, barring a significant downturn.
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We’re going to offer you in-person classes. We’re going to offer you some in-person activities.
But, again, it’s going to look different and then coupled with your understanding of what it’s
going to look like, we need you to do your part.” So that’s really what the messages were
focused on was, here’s the reality for fall semester and here are your responsibilities. And what
that meant is there would be social distancing in the classrooms, right. There would be an
expectation that you wear a mask, well, again, not a requirement. The legal requirements weren’t
supported by the state in doing that but we were encouraging, highly encouraging, and we were
tying these messages of you, you know, you will get this in-person experience if you choose it if
you are willing to abide by these protocols and expectations. Not mandates. You know, not
forcing this on you, but if you want them, you’ll do your part to make it possible.
[26:14]
JM:

And that and our signs said a lot of that. They said, “Do your part.” You know, so that we can
do this, and our events were activities were very similar. They followed right in line with what
was happening in the classroom. An example of that is, we have an activity in the fall. It’s called
the Weeks of Welcome. That’s our biggest set of events in the fall semester. This is where all
returning students and first-time students come and we were out on the quad. We have, you
know, we’ve had a ferris wheel in the past. We’ve had all sorts of great activities for them. And
this is one of the most important times for our students to build connections with each other and
to build engagement and involvement with the institution, so we knew it had to happen. But one
part of that was, we had some food trucks one day, a food truck day. And they love that, right.
Well, we knew we couldn’t just let them come to the food trucks in mass and mingle, you know,
sort of haphazardly. We had to make it a structured event which they didn’t, weren’t so excited
about but they wanted the event so much that they were willing to queue up in lines. They were
willing to social distance and then they were willing to eat in pods, segregated pods with their
roommates that they had come to [the event with] because that was considered a “family unit”
that didn’t have to social distance, okay. So they were willing to follow those protocols for the
most part. Once in a while somebody balked at that idea and would jump pods, if you will, and
our staff were there and they would remind them, “No, you can’t do that. You’re not in this pod.
Go back.” In the end, those were the kinds of changes we put in place but we told students about
that well before and we told their families about that.

[28:03]
JM:

We’re going to do this if you help us do it. And for the most part, I think we had a really
successful fall semester.

TW:

So how did they identify the pods? Were there colored shirts or badges or how did, you know,
how which pod you belonged to?

JM:

So everything typically at those activities are based on card swipes. So when you come in, it
identifies who you are, and by virtue of that, our folks are creative. Sometimes, yeah, they’d go
and some of this was honor system. You know, some of it was, “Are these your roommates?”
“Yes, they are.” You know, and we would have to follow that and abide by that. Interestingly
enough, however, throughout all of COVID there was no COVID case ever traced back to any
one of our student events and activities that it originated there, and the same can be sent for the
ARC, the Aggie Recreation Center. There were no outbreaks ever traced back to those locations.
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TW:

So do you have any memorable events from that first full academic year of COVID? So AY Fall
2020/Spring 2021 that really stand out?

JM:

You know, I think that the – what stands out the most for me wasn’t so much what the students
were experiencing because that was, I was so deep into that and so immersed that it was just sort
of a flood of things that happened. But those things that were significant for me were how
committed the staff were to ensuring the best possible experience for our students. I saw example
after example of someone going above and beyond. You know, people staying late nights.
People, you know, and I’ll give you an example of this. We knew early on that we needed to test
our folks, all of our students and all the members of our community. We needed to put together a
really robust COVID testing program.

[30:10]
JM:

And I remember asking the members of my division if they would be willing to volunteer to do
this and the response was just overwhelming. So many of them said yes. And this was even with
the understanding that they were potentially putting themselves at risk because they would be
face-to-face with those who were actively carrying the virus. Yes, they had all the protective
equipment, for sure, and they’d been train on how to do it, but the fact is they would be there day
in/day out, hour after hour putting in long shifts on top of their regular work to be able to carry
out this effective testing program for us. So that’s probably one of the things that stood out for
me the most is that they didn’t hesitate. You know, there were some that couldn’t do it because
they had certain conditions, immunocompromised and our family that were in that situation and
that’s fine. For those that couldn’t, we understood that that was the case. But no one said, “Oh,
no. I don’t want to put myself in that situation,” if they were able. No, the response was without
a doubt, you know, yes, I’m committed to doing this. What do I need to do? Where do I get
trained? Where do I get my PPE? Where, you know, it was and we staffed those testing clinics
just day in/day out, hour after hour, thousands and thousands of tests. That was probably one of
the most memorable things for me and I think that just underscored for me how much of a
community Utah State really is, how much we really truly to care for each other. And that ethos
is not just a sort of lip service thing.

[31:57]
JM:

It’s in the fabric and fiber of who we are. The second piece was the way, under President
Cockett’s leadership, the senior committees, and I shouldn’t just say the senior, but that’s the one
where I spent most of my time, but all the others that were out there actively mobilized.
Everyone just came together. You know, there wasn’t – I expected a lot of, Oh, I’m not sure we
can do that or, you know, maybe some more arguments about certain decisions and such. But
you know when we saw the task ahead of us and we knew what was on the line and we had a
leader who was saying, you know, President Cockett was saying, “We will do this because we
must do this.” When we all recognize how dire it could have been if we had not done our part,
everyone just rolled up their sleeves and there was a lot of collegiality [phonetic 00:32:56].
There was a lot of, how can I help you and what do you need and a lot of sort of sacrificing. We
can bring these folks to do that if you need that, what have you. Just a lot of cohesiveness and
that was really heartening as well, to recognize that, and again, I’ve been at other schools, but
I’ve never seen that level of interconnectedness, willingness to work for the benefit of each other
and the greater good and I think that speaks volumes too, of the leadership of this school.
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TW:

So you mentioned a little bit earlier but the state legislature in the last session, so would have
been January, February, March of 2021 passed some mandates. One was about the masks not
being required and another one was that the Utah System of Higher Education and Universities
would offer at least 75-80 percent of the classes face-to-face that they offered in the fall of 2019.

[34:03]
TW:

I know that Robert Wagner, when I interviewed him, in the Academic and Instructional Services,
had to come up with seating charts and ways to be able to manage some of that. What were the
effects or maybe some of the changes that the Division of Student Affairs had to go through in
that second academic year, based on some of the new mandates that the state legislature put
down?

JM:

Yes. That was fortunately we already knew sort of what the extreme was, you know, and so we
were ready for the worst. As we sort of had our hands tied to some degree, with respect to
protocols, that’s when we began to message even more strongly about personal responsibility
and, you know, if you really want events and activities in person, then, regardless of what the
state is saying and we can’t force you to do this, but we began to sort of rely on the this strong,
pent-up desire to be together. You know, that they had, that we’d all been struggling through,
and especially when we had provided some relief. They wanted more of that and so we just kind
of rode that wave, if you will, as best we could. We obviously followed all the state edicts that
came to us. We made sure that we shifted certain language from a checking that somebody had a
mask or something to just reminders and so forth. So our message softened a little bit too but just
to be aligned with what the state was asking us to do or making sure that we weren’t doing
anything in the events and activities area that was different than what was happening in the
classrooms.

[36:09]
JM:

So we make sure we aligned that. Interestingly enough, in our in-person events, we kept chairs
set apart, distanced similar to what they would have been seeing in the classroom so it didn’t feel
different for them. And I think the other thing we made sure to address is that there were
students who weren’t ready to come back. They didn’t want to come back. They were still very
nervous about being back in person. And we made sure that those options that we had created
before to allow them to participate were still available to them. We gave them choices and
continued to give them choices. I think that was really important because it said to the broader
community, you know, we’re not through this yet. Yes, the state is saying these things and we
recognize, you know, what data they’re looking at but we’re also looking at the science too and
we’re making decisions for the good of our community. And you as a member of the Aggie
family, you know, we’re going to give you the best options we have for both the in-person but the
virtual.

TW:

So Dr. Morales, I’ve asked and interviewed a lot of the administration, the staff, the faculty, some
students. COVID has been a big catalyst for change and I’m wondering, within the division of
Student Affairs and all of your subunits that comprise that division, what changes were instituted
due to, directly due to the COVID outbreak and pandemic that you believe will become
permanent in the operations of Student Affairs? And which might cease once we get beyond the
COVID cloud that we are experiencing, still experiencing?
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[38:09]
JM:

I think one of the most important takeaways for us is that as a community we can be and we are
resilient. We can get through tough times. And I think that was an important lesson, not only for
the institution but for each member of the institution to recognize that, you know, something like
a pandemic that threatens our very lives and livelihood, we can get through it and we can get
through it well. But the other sort of concurrent realization is that not everybody gets through it
the same. You know, some people seem to have gotten through this just fine, you know, barely
scathed by whatever measure you look at. And others were hit so significantly, and I’m thinking
about some of our students in the Navajo nation. Some of those folks lost multiple, multiple and
generational kind of impacts from losing multiple family members. That’s not something you
bounce back from very easily. You know, and then you have the other extreme where someone
lost no one. Nobody even got sick in their family. They were always in-person, you know, when
were they able to, activities and classes. So we learn that there’s a lot of diversity with respect to
that resilience but if we get together and sort of support each other from either extreme, all the
way across that spectrum, we can make it through My hope is that we never lose sight of that
lesson as an institution and as members of that institution.

[39:54]
JM:

I hope that that’s even further engrained into who we are as an institution going forward, that we
recognize that. Go ahead.

TW:

I was just going to ask about mental health and of your staff, of yourself, and then how you,
probably talking to Scott and Cat, how did the students fair through the last two years? Has
COVID fatigue set in there? Is there the opposite end where, you know, and maybe there’s
something in between, I don’t know.

JM:

Well, something that we kind of didn’t realize because we were so consumed with “how do we
support our students through this?” that early on, most of us didn’t look at how it was affecting
us. You know, we knew that it was affecting us because we were working remote. We were in
our basements. We were at [our] office, you know, at home. We weren’t going to the grocery
store, to movie theaters, what have you, or on vacations. We knew it was affecting us, but we
didn’t pay attention to it as much as we should have early on. I remember the summer of 2020,
every August I would take a group of student leaders and some of my directors, I’d take them
river rafting up on the Snake River in Alpine Wyoming. We’d spend a few days there and we’d
have just a wonderful experience. Well, we didn’t do that that year, and I remember that around
that week when it was supposed to happen, I knew that we had cancelled it, I was walking around
my home, which is where I could walk, and I felt a bit of a funk. I felt like I was a little
depressed and I wasn’t quite sure what was going on. In talking to my wife, she said something
like, “Isn’t this kind of when you do that river trip?” And all of the sudden I knew. Yes, that’s
the piece that’s missing. On that river trip, we spend time getting to know the new student
government officers and in a setting and with each other as staff, in a setting that’s far removed
from our normal environment.

[42:06]
JM:

And we are, in a sense, putting our lives a little bit at risk going through those rapids, and
sometimes we fall out and sometimes we have to pull them in. You know, but you grow close to
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each other that way and that’s the whole purpose of it. And that opportunity to connect, I didn’t
have it that summer. And it was missing for me. That’s when I began to finally go, oh wait a
minute, this is having some impact on me too. And then, oh, what about my staff? And then
that’s where the blinders came off a little bit, the realization was like, oh, we better look at
ourselves too. I made a, I found an article someone wrote as we come back from in fall of 2020
and fall of 2021 when we emerged from COVID, what do we need to make sure we address in
terms of our well-being? And this article said, we need to take the time to grieve. And that really
caught my attention because I realized that so many, we lost a lot as a result of the pandemic and
we’re never going to get it back. You know, in some cases you find it and you’re like, oh, okay, I
got it back; I’m fine. But there are certain things, certain experiences, certain opportunities that
we will never have again. The freshman who came in fall of 2020 and spent their freshman year
in COVID circumstances will never get that back. And so as a community, and my staff and my
division, what we began to really focus on is: How are we really feeling?
[43:54]
JM:

And are we grieving what we lost so that we can move forward effectively? And how can we
help our students and the other members of the community grieve as well so that we can be
healthy moving forward?? Because if we don’t, we will not be healthy moving forward. So I
think that’s a good segue to, so what did we do to address mental health for our students and for
ourselves? We rolled out so many new initiatives. One of the things we understood right away
was that the pressure to add more therapists, more therapists that that was sort of a no-win game,
a no-win situation. We couldn’t put enough money behind that if we, if that was all we needed to
do. And there weren’t enough hours, you know, in a day to be able to have enough therapy
appointments. But we also recognized something that was really helpful to us and something we
have in place going forward is that not everybody needs a therapist. Sometimes they just need to
talk to somebody up here. Sometimes they need to watch a YouTube video on stress
management. You know, sometimes they need to talk to somebody, chat with a professional on a
hotline and that’s all they need for a few minutes. And those things happen not when a therapist
in in the office; they sometimes happen at two in the morning on a Saturday. And so what we
rolled out were a lot more self-help resources. We made sure that students had access to the new
SafeUT option where a student can chat or talk to a therapist, you know, anytime 24/7/365. We
created more videos, stress management, time management, anxiety, mindfulness videos that they
could access on YouTube. We created some other tools, a mindfulness guide in connection with
our psychology department. We provided so many other different tools so that we could maybe
even nip some of the challenges in the bud before they became critical and needed therapy.

[46:00]
JM:

And while we have these resources for staff as well, my job as vice president and as leaders of the
division, we began to make, to have very intentional conversations about that for our staff. You
know, in staff meetings, even though they were still virtual at the time, we would say, “How are
you doing? What kinds of things are you doing to ensure your well-being?” We tried to make
sure that they understood that their well-being and self-care was as important as what they were
doing for us too.

TW:

So as a USU [Utah State University] academic administrator, what are some of the biggest
lessons that you take away from the pandemic?
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JM:

I think I would characterize it in this way. I would say flexibility. Flexibility is really one of the
hallmark sort of takeaways for me. And I want to say that applies in so many different ways.
This flexibility about how we offer events and activities. We will always do that in some form
now. We will always livestream events. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t because there are
some students that are traveling and want to watch a particular concert or tune in for a particular
speaker, if you will. Why not? It doesn’t cost us. At this point it doesn’t cost us anymore
because we’ve got the infrastructure in place. Flexibility with respect to work schedules. We
found that a student worker or staff member who is sick, I would rather have them working from
home for a few days and not come in and get the rest of the staff sick. Why not? We can do that
now. It’s doable. It works. And even more flexibility in terms of summer schedules now for
people’s mental health and well-being.

[47:56]
JM:

We work so hard for that 9-month period and traditionally we’ve looked at summer as just, well,
it’s just another part of the year for us and, in fact, we have to gear up even more to get ready for
fall in the summer. Well, let’s look at it a little bit differently now. Let’s look at it more like it
used to be looked at, maybe 20-30 years ago when summers were time to recharge. I think we
lost sight of that a little bit so let’s flex a little bit in our summer schedules. Maybe we do 4/10’s
and people take Fridays off where they can. Maybe we flex a little bit in terms of say, you know
what, everybody is going to have a remote day of work throughout the summer. We just alternate
what day that is. The office is always fully staffed but these people on Wednesdays are remote.
These people on Fridays are remote. It saves them having to get dressed and commute and come
to campus. At the same time, the office is fully staffed but yet they are getting a little break, a
little respite from those other expectations. So flexibility, I think is going to be something, one of
the biggest takeaways for me and the University must continue to capitalize on this forever, I
would think.

TW:

so is there anything else that you would like to add about your or student affairs’ experiences with
the COVID pandemic at Utah State Unviersity?

JM:

People say after they’ve been through trying experiences that there’s two camps. One, they say I
would never wish that upon anyone else, right, and I wouldn’t, and I still to this [day] say why did
we have to go through that? And then there’s another camp that says, I know it was rough, I
know we struggled, I know it was painful, but I wouldn’t trade, wouldn’t give the world for that.
I wouldn’t trade anything for that. And I fall into that latter camp because personally and
professionally, I learned some things that I don’t think I could have any other way.

00:50:02
JM:

I learned that people matter so much that if we invest in them and we really support what their
needs are, they turn around and do miracles, they really do. And I will forever take that lesson
away. I don’t want to characterize myself as some sort of despot that didn’t get how to manage
before, but the fact is I’ve always cared about people. I saw that that has to be just almost, with
managers, it almost has to be intrinsic, innate that we recognize the value of people that much.
And their well-being and their needs and that if we neglect that and simply take a sort of bottomline perspective in how we do business and we lose that, that we do that, we lose the soul of the
institution. We cannot afford to do that. So I’m grateful that we went through the pandemic
because we’re better off as a result of it. The division is a finer tuned division to be able to
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support students in ways that we never dreamed of. The University itself, we kind of went
through a refining process as a result and the leaders now are much more capable than we were
before so, I don’t know. I don’t like pandemics. I don’t want another one. But I have grown to
appreciate what it allowed us to do.
TW:

Dr. Morales, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

JM:

Thank you. It was my pleasure.

[End recording – 51:47]
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